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Abstract In recent years, researchers in many organizational disciplines
have begun to approach the study of ethics from a cognitive
theoretical framework. This study has investigated the ethical
reasoning of real estate practitioners using Kohlberg’s cognitive
moral development (CMD) approach, a potent theoretical
concept with a considerable research literature. Using
standardized measures of CMD on groups of Realtors and
controlling for level of education, the results of this study show
that real estate practitioners compare favorably with other
professional and societal groups. Further, when entered
independently CMD was a signiﬁcant indicator, along with
education and experience, of success in real estate.
Introduction
Many organizational disciplines are approaching the study of ethics using a
cognitive theoretical framework to explore the moral reasoning processes that
individuals use to make ethical judgements (Goolsby and Hunt, 1992). Formal
research in business ethics concerning the factors that inﬂuence moral decision
making has received wide attention in the organizational literature over the last
ten years. Much of this body of organizational research is couched in cognitive
developmental psychology (e.g., Dukerich, Nichols, Elm and Vollrath, 1986;
Trevino, 1986; Derry, 1987; Weber 1990, 1993; Hunt and Vitell, 1986, 1993; and
Goolsby and Hunt, 1992). Researchers, using standardized vignettes, have probed
the underlying cognitive structures that regulate individual moral reasoning. For
example:
‘‘In Europe, a woman was near death from a special kind of cancer.
There was one drug that doctors thought might save her. It was a form
of radium that a druggist in the same town had recently discovered.
The drug was expensive to make, but the druggist was charging ten
times what the drug cost to make. He paid $200 for the radium and
charged $2000 for a small dose of the drug. The sick woman’s husband,
Heinz, went to everyone he knew to borrow money, but he only could
get together about $1000, which is half of what it cost. He told the120  Izzo
druggist that his wife was dying, and asked him to sell it cheaper or
let him pay later. But the druggist said, ‘‘No, I discovered the drug and
I’m going to make money from it.’’ So Heinz got desperate and began
to think about breaking into the druggist’s store to steal the drug [Rest
(1979) as adapted from Kohlberg (1969)].
For nearly twenty years, survey respondents in a wide variety of social and
organizational contexts have struggled with the moral dilemmas of poor Heinz
and others, as researchers have compiled an extensive, research literature known
as cognitive moral development (CMD). The cognitive developmental framework
conceptualizes moral reasoning differently from social learning theories (e.g.,
Mischel and Mischel 1976; and Bandura, 1977) and reasoned-behavior approaches
(e.g., Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). Instead of producing an objective level of
conformity through social reinforcements or learned behaviors, moral reasoning
according to cognitive theory is based on decision making through the
development of individual problem-solving skills. Hence, embedded in the
cognitive theories is the concept of an active decision-maker who determines
appropriate behavior based on the interaction between cognitive decision-making
structures and the features of his/her environment (Kohlberg, 1984). For Kohlberg,
two processes contribute to advances in moral reasoning: (1) cognitive-structural
organization; and (2) the socio-moral perspective from which moral reasoning
occurs. Cognitive-structural organization refers to the ability to logically analyze
situations of moral consequence and apply concepts of justice, while socio-moral
perspective relates to one’s ability to interact in role-playing opportunities in the
environment (Colby, Kohlberg, Gibbs and Lieberman, 1983; and Kohlberg, 1984).
Moral reasoning has been determined to be signiﬁcantly related to an individual’s
behavior. The established link between moral reasoning and moral behavior is
extensively discussed in a comprehensive literature review by Blasi (1980). Within
the organizational literature, several researchers have developed positive models
of decision making in organizations based on the cognitive reasoning approach
(Ferrell and Gresham, 1985; Hunt and Vitell, 1986; and Trevino, 1986). Moreover,
Ferrell, Gresham and Fraedrich (1989) presented an integrated model that
emphasizes CMD and suggests further empirical research using this approach.
Although the contributions of prior organizational research are considerable, few
studies have investigated the link between cognitive moral development and the
moral reasoning of salespeople.
This study extends the stream of cognitive research on decision making in
organizations by empirically examining CMD and the moral reasoning of real
estate sales practitioners. More speciﬁcally, this research compares a sample of
Realtors with other societal and professional groups, including Certiﬁed Pubic
Accountants (CPA) and a group of American Marketing Association (AMA)
marketing professionals on measures of moral reasoning. Further, the links
between certain individual difference factors and success in the ﬁeld of real estate
sales with CMD are investigated. Finally, the managerial and theoretical
implications are discussed.Cognitive Moral Development  121
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 Cognitive Moral Development
Antecedents of CMD
In the late 1960s, Kohlberg introduced a three-level, six-stage model of cognitive
moral development (see Exhibit 1) that was heavily grounded in the pioneering
work of Piaget (1965, 1979). Piaget’s (1965) theory postulates that moral
development, the cognitive-structural transformations between the self and society,
occurs in distinct stages. Generally, all researchers of cognitive psychology assume
that the development of successive stages of reasoning occurs where the individual
takes on increasingly more differentiated roles in societal situations. Further, all
cognitive developmental psychology theorists share in common the assumption
that social behavior, including moral development, can be categorized in terms of
a predetermined sequence of stages, which develop in varying degrees. Moreover,
that the stages of growth can be attributed primarily to ontogenetic factors rather
than speciﬁc social reinforcements, as the social learning theorists would argue.
The principal antecedent of the cognitive approach is the initial stage of objective
responsibility where the thoughts of the child are supplanted by adult
authoritarianism, which produces cooperation and preoccupation with external
forces. As the individual develops, gaining experience and autonomy, and
producing relationships that are based on mutual reciprocity giving rise to the
emergence of subjective responsibility.
Moreover, the distinguishing feature of the cognitive development approach over
the behaviorist/social-learning approaches (e.g., Mischel and Mischel, 1976; and
Bandura, 1977) is its focus on the individual who determines right and wrong
instead of dependence on societal norms. Kohlberg’s theory is based on the view
that individuals, of all socioeconomic backgrounds, have the driving need to live
in a cooperative society, according to certain basic human (Rawls, 1963) values,
which transcend all cultural boundaries.
CMD Schema
Kohlberg identiﬁed the sequenced, six-stage progression in reasoning ability as a
pre-conventional level (Stages 1 and 2) guided solely by reward and punishment;
a conventional level (Stages 3 and 4) characterized by adherence to legal concepts
and reference group norms; and a post-conventional level (Stages 5 and 6) guided
by inculcated universal principles of truth and justice (see Exhibit 2). Kohlberg
proposed that moral development advances in stages based on the cognitive
development components discussed earlier. In much the same manner as the
student of mathematics forms progressively more difﬁcult cognitive structures in
moving from the study of basic math to algebra to calculus, Kohlberg theorized
that as individual’s ‘‘mature’’ morally, they move cognitively to higher levels of
moral development (i.e., complex proceeds simple. Kohlberg argued that moral122  Izzo
Exhibit 1  Six Stages of Cognitive Moral Development
Level 1: Preconventional
Stage 1: Heteronomous morality. To avoid breaking rules backed by punishment or
superior authority, obedience for its own sake, and
avoiding physical damage to persons and property.
Egocentric point of view.
Stage 2: Individualism, instrumental
purpose and exchange.
Following rules only when it is to someone’s immediate
interest; acting to meet one’s own interests and needs,
and letting others do the same. Right is also what’s fair,
as an equal exchange deal, an agreement. To serve
one’s own needs or interests in a world where you have
to recognize that other people have interests, too.
Level 2: Conventional
Stage 3: Mutual interpersonal
expectations, relationships and
interpersonal conformity.
Living up to what is expected by people close to you or
what people generally expect of people in your role as
son, brother, friend, etc. ‘‘Being good’’ is important and
means having good motives, keeping mutual
relationships, such as trust, loyalty, respect and
gratitude. Belief in the Golden Rule.
Stage 4: Social system and conscience. Fulﬁlling the actual duties to which you have agreed.
Laws are to be upheld except in extreme cases where
they conﬂict with other ﬁxed social duties. Rights
contribute to society or the group, imperative of
conscience to meet one’s obligations.
Level 3: Principled
Stage 5: Social contract or utility and
individual rights.
Awareness that people hold a variety of values and
opinions, that most values and rules are relative to
social contract. Some nonrelative values and rights like
life and liberty, must be upheld in any society,
regardless of majority opinion. A sense of obligation to
law and one’s social contract to make and abide by
laws for the welfare of all.
Stage 6: Universal ethical principles. Following self-chosen ethical principles. Particular laws
or social agreements are usually valid because they rest
on such principles. When laws violate these principles,
one acts in accordance with the principle. Principles are
universal ideas of justice: the equality of human rights
and respect for the dignity of human beings as
individual persons. The belief as a rational person in the
validity of universal moral principles, and a sense of
personal commitment to them.
Source: Adapted from Kohlberg (1976).Cognitive Moral Development  123
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reasoning is developmental, progressive and cumulative.1 For example, a person
who understands Stage 6, universal principled reasoning, also understands the
lower Stages 1–5 (Rest, Turiel and Kohlberg, 1973; and Rest, 1973).
In complex moral situations requiring logical analysis of the elements and
alternatives presented, Kohlberg (1984) would argue that limits in reasoning ability
and experience likewise limit one’s ability to engage in moral thinking. Thus, in
a decision having moral overtones persons with poorly developed logical
reasoning skills (CMD) be would unable to recognize all of the potential
contingencies and consequences that might befall a particular course of action,
nor be able to deal effectively with rightful needs of the constituencies involved.
However, Kohlberg suggested that increases in CMD could be brought on by
repeated exposure to and interaction with more sophisticated and complex
situations, that in turn increase one’s ability to render more appropriate moral
judgments.
Understanding how different individuals approach and confront (ostensibly) the
same ethical situation differently has important implications for business managers
(Hunt and Vitell, 1986, 1993). Hence, that three different subjects, analyzing
ostensibly the same moral dilemma, could reach three different moral actions
based on different levels of moral judgment [i.e., one Bentham (1988) hedonistic
(Stage 2); one Durkheim (1961) group authority (Stage 4); and one Kohlberg
principled reasoning (Stage 6)] seems intuitively plausible. Thus, using measures
of CMD to evaluate the moral reasoning abilities of employees may help124  Izzo
managers, not only to understand these differences, but, also how to reason
effectively when ethical situations arise.
Kohlberg’s theory of CMD is not without its critics (Kurtines and Greif, 1974;
Alston, 1975; Simpson, 1976; Gilligan, 1977, 1982; Sullivan, 1977; Schweder,
1982; Langdale, 1983; and others). However, Kohlberg and his followers have
responded by addressing such issues as the cultural and gender biases, the
invariant, hierarchical stage and sequence arguments, and the subjectiveness in the
scoring process (see Colby, Kohlberg, Gibbs and Berkowitz, 1983; and Kohlberg,
Levine and Hewer, 1983). In addition, Snarey (1985) found support for Kohlberg’s
claim of cultural universality, and Walker, de Vries and Bichard’s (1984) meta-
analysis of ﬁfty-four studies supported the application of CMD to both sexes.
Further, Kohlberg’s theory has generated interest among researchers in a wide
range of organizational settings, whose empirical studies have provided general
support for CMD theory (Derry, 1987; Dukerich, Nichols, Elm and Vollrath, 1990;
Trevino and Youngblood, 1990; Weber, 1990, 1993; Goolsby and Hunt, 1992;
Ponemon and Gabhart, 1994; and Snell, 1996). Moreover, Kohlberg’s theory of
CMD is a major component in a number of positive ethical models—Ferrell and
Gresham (1985), Trevino (1986) and Hunt and Vitell (1986, 1993).
Measuring CMD
Over the years, many ‘‘disciples’’ of the cognitive ‘‘faith’’ have found Kohlberg’s
Moral Judgment Interview (MJI) instrument and scoring system cumbersome to
use in that it requires the use of very knowledgeable interviewers and scorers. A
major breakthrough in moral reasoning research methodology occurred when Rest
(1979) developed the Deﬁning Issues Test (DIT). The DIT is an instrument that
was designed to tap the same dimensions as Kohlberg’s MJI. The difference,
however, is that the DIT’s multiple-choice format allows it to be more easily
administered to groups or individuals and to be computer scored. In fact, the DIT,
which consists of three to six short stories with socio/moral overtones, contains
the same moral dilemmas that were developed by Kohlberg (1969) in his original
MJI.
Subjects are required to determine a course of action that they feel is appropriate
for the central character in each scenario and, using a modiﬁed 5-point Likert-
type scale (where 1  ‘‘no importance’’ and 5  ‘‘great importance’’) indicate
why that course of action is desirable. From the combined responses to all three
dilemmas (the short form was used in the current study), several moral reasoning
scores are computed. First, a stage score is computed for each item based on
Kohlberg’s six stages of moral development, followed by the P%-score. The P%-
score is calculated by summing the points for items that represent ‘‘principled’’
thinking. The total possible score on the DIT ranges from zero to 95, where high
P%-scores are associated with higher levels of CMD.
The DIT contains a reliability check, called the M-score, which is used to
eliminate unthoughtful responses, characterized by subjects who selectCognitive Moral Development  125
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‘‘meaningless’’ items in the scenarios. In order to control for socially desirable
responding (SDR) (Zerbe and Paulhus, 1987) or ‘‘faking high’’ to over-represent
one’s level of thinking, Rest (1986) interspersed complex sounding, but
meaningless items in the DIT. When subjects consistently rank meaningless items
their M-score rises, and the protocol is invalidated when the M-score  4.
The DIT has been used extensively for more than 1,000 studies, in over forty
countries, and the published literature is voluminous (Rest and Narvaez, 1994).
The instrument’s reliability, based on test-retest correlations, conducted over a
wide range of settings, is in the upper .80s, and the internal reliability measure
(Cronbach’s Alpha) also averages in the high .80s (Rest, 1986).
 Moral Reasoning in the Real Estate Profession
Marketing activities, particularly those involving personal sales, have been the
target of much criticism, and the real estate profession has been no exception. A
variety of explanations have been offered by those who have questioned the ethics
of people engaged in personal selling. Some of the factors advanced by critics are
the individually ﬂuctuating parameters of ethical consensus, the salesperson’s
boundary-spanning role within the organization, and the high functional visibility
of marketing activities. Additionally, some critics charge that sales positions attract
those persons with questionable morals at best, or that are totally unscrupulous at
worst (Hensel and Dubinsky, 1986). Some observers argue that the self interest
of the straight-commission-compensation plan (SCCP) (the more you sell, the
more you and the ﬁrm earn) represents a conﬂict of interest, as the salesperson’s
goals align with those of the ﬁrm, to the potential detriment of the client’s goals
(Poser, 1988; and Kurland, 1991). Dubinsky (1978: 8) found that students
associate sales practitioners with descriptors such as ‘‘hucksters,’’ ‘‘cheats’’ and
‘‘frauds.’’ Further, Beisel and Fugate (1981) found marketing majors to score
eleventh out of twelve on a test that tapped such factors such as honesty,
trustworthiness and generosity. Moreover, within the business organization, the
department most often cited for ethics violations is sales (Murphy and Laczniak,
1981). The ﬁndings in the above research suggest that sales professions might
attract people who are low in CMD.
The Ethical Domain of the Real Estate Profession
The concept of professional ethics is more than an acceptable measure by which
to gauge the virtuousness of those engaged in a profession. For many of those
engaged in various professions, it means a concept that embraces a certain moral
reasoning ability, which permits the practitioner to make judgments unaffected by
the self-interest that may impair an individual’s professional responsibility
(Ponemon and Gabhart, 1994). The moral reasoning process, part of an
individual’s overall ethical schema, is but one component of the decision-making
process that salespeople engaged in real estate and other types of agency sales126  Izzo
are faced with in the course of their business dealings and as effective members
of their respective professions. One important distinguishing characteristic of
agency sales compared with traditional, arm’s-length sales is the information
asymmetries that accrue to the salesperson by virtue of the agency arrangement
(Jensen and Meckling, 1976; Leland and Pyle, 1977).
Sources of Ethical Issues in the Real Estate Profession
Within any profession there exist negative or instigating factors that tend to
discourage compliance with established ethical practices of professional conduct
(Ponemon and Gabhart, 1994). The following list contains some of the most
common factors identiﬁed in this research based on discussions with members of
the profession and a review of the literature:
 Straight-commission compensation structure (SCCS), which tends to
create self-interest among practitioners (Kurland, 1991).
 Information asymmetries which accrue to agents due to non-arm’s-length
dealing (Jensen and Meckling, 1976; and Leland and Pyle, 1977).
 The independent contractor status of most practitioners which tends to
reinforce the concept of self-interest.
 Highly competitive market conditions for customers (buyers) creates
conﬂicts of interest, particularly with regard to mitigating the disclosure
of sensitive or material information learned in the workplace.
 Fees in the form of sales commissions are usually paid by the client/
seller, rather than the direct beneﬁciary in the transaction the customer/
buyer (Eisenhardt, 1988).
 Escrow disputes over entrusted funds of a non-criminal nature can often
lead to conﬂicts of interest regarding disbursement.
 Conﬂicts of interest arising out of inadvertent dual-agency, the
simultaneous representation of both client and customer, even though in
most states the laws of agency mandate that, barring any formal
agreement to the contrary, it is the client/seller (principal) that broker
(agent) represents.
 The ordinary self-interest that arises when a broker or salesperson
represents property in which he/she has an interest in the conveyance of.
While the above list of factors are sources of conﬂict as the real estate practitioner
exercises judgment in the course of performing his/her duties, the list is by no
means exhaustive of all possible threats to professional conduct. In many
instances, one or more of the above factors will interact with others or even some
legal concept to create a greater source of potential conﬂict. However, certain
factors can serve to mitigate potential threats to established professional conduct.
Those charged with governing the real estate profession have long recognized the
potential for threats to ethical and professional conduct and have attempted toCognitive Moral Development  127
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institute both formal and informal controls to encourage conduct that is deemed
consistent with applicable laws and espoused guidelines of the profession. Some
of the sources that tend to lessen the potential for misconduct among practitioners
are: (1) pre/post licensing education; (2) codes of conduct; (3) increased
disclosure requirements; (4) professional afﬁliation; and (5) the courts and
arbitration panels that hear opposing arguments and render decisions.
The preceding research and views notwithstanding, some theoretical work has
suggested that the sales environments might have a positive inﬂuence on the CMD
of salespeople. Kohlberg’s (1984) theory hypothesizes that work environments
requiring the ability to balance the welfare of multiple constituencies encourage
the development of principled moral judgment. Thus, workers, in occupations that
involve the ethical interests of various stakeholders, must learn to resolve conﬂicts
based on responsible moral judgment. Clearly, those engaged in the practice of
real estate are required to deal with the simultaneous responsibility to the client,
the ﬁrm, the public at-large, and the profession, as well as their own economic
needs. Hence, according to Kohlberg’s theory, real estate sales constitutes a
‘‘morally challenging’’ organizational environment and should stimulate CMD
among practitioners. Moreover, there is empirical marketing research that tends to
support this conclusion (Lincoln, Pressley and Little, 1982; and Goolsby and Hunt,
1992).
Based on the above review, the ﬁrst research question is: To what degree, if any,
is the level of CMD for real estate practitioners different from that of other
professional and societal groups? If those critical of sales professional are correct,
then one may expect real estate salespeople to be low in CMD.
CMD and Individual Difference Factors
CMD has been shown to be related to several individual difference factors. The
current study examines gender, age, level of formal education and time in the
profession.
Gender: The effect of gender differences in ethical reasoning research has been a
widely debated topic. Research by Gilligan (1982), Langdale (1983) and Lyons
(1983) argued that women view the world through a care/response orientation,
unlike their ‘‘cognitive-rational’’ male counterparts. Much research in
organizational settings has done much to dispel this theory (Walker, 1982; Thoma,
1985; Dukerich, Nichols, Elm and Vollrath, 1986; and Derry, 1987). More to
contrary, results in subsequent studies of CMD, while not conclusive, have actually
found that females tend to score higher on measures of CMD than do males, when
level of education and job status were controlled for (Weber, 1990; Snell, 1996;
and Izzo, 1997).
Age: For most adults, responsibility tends to increase with one’s age. While aging
itself has not been shown to signiﬁcantly inﬂuence CMD, Kohlberg attributed
continuing adult moral development to the life experiences that individuals, over128  Izzo
their lifetimes, are exposed to (Kohlberg and Kramer, 1969). Though correlated
with experience or Time in the Profession, age presents opportunities for role
taking (accounting for the perspectives of others in an ethical dilemma) and
conﬂict resolution in non-business contexts.
Level of Formal Education: Using the sample from Kohlberg’s (1969) longitudinal
study, Rest, Turiel and Kohlberg (1973) found correlations between adults’ moral
maturity and levels of formal education ranging from .53 to .69. Additionally,
CMD, by its deﬁnition, is related to increased intellectual capacity (Schlaeﬂi, Rest
and Thoma, 1986). Further, Rest (1986) hypothesized that intellect was a
necessary but not sufﬁcient condition for progressing to higher levels of CMD.
While research questions remain about the effects of age and level of education,
Thoma and Davison (1983) found signiﬁcant main effects for both variables with
little interaction. Moreover, level of education was signiﬁcantly correlated to a
measure of industry-speciﬁc moral reasoning in a pilot study (Izzo, 1997).
Time in the Profession: Work represents a major component in the life of most
adults. Kohlberg’s longitudinal research showed that most adults continue their
cognitive moral development beyond their years in school (Colby, Kohlberg, Gibbs
and Berkowitz, 1983). Trevino (1986) suggests that work plays a signiﬁcant part
in continued adult moral development through opportunities for role taking and
the responsibility for resolving moral dilemmas in the workplace. Additionally,
Kelley, Ferrell and Skinner (1990) when surveying marketing researchers found
that those holding positions for ten years or more considered their behavior more
ethical than those with lesser experience. Since, real estate salespeople tend to
‘‘cultivate’’ their practice, those who have been in the business a greater period
of time should be aware of the long-term implications of their actions and the
need to establish trusting relationships
The second research question is: To what extent can individual difference factors
explain different levels of CMD? It is hypothesized that a positive relationship
exists between CMD and Age, Level of Formal Education and Time in the
Profession. However, no signiﬁcant relationship between CMD and gender is
predicted.
CMD and Success in Real Estate
The marketing concept implies that organizations should strive to meet and satisfy
customer’s needs and wants, and by doing so be able to achieve organizational
objectives. Moreover, practitioners and researchers alike have suggested that
individuals who are sensitive to the needs of several different stakeholders should
be more successful in sales than those who lack such ability. If the preceding is
true, then people who have a greater capacity for excelling in sales positions and
therefore would be more successful, (i.e., higher job status and income level)
should have higher levels of CMD. Further, Kohlberg (1984) theorized that top
business executives should score higher in CMD because positions of higherCognitive Moral Development  129
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responsibility encourage more opportunities for moral role taking than those of
lower responsibility. The relationship hypothesized by Kohlberg was that increased
levels of CMD would be positively associated with, rather the result of, higher
levels of organizational responsibility. In an empirical study investigating the
relationship between CMD and career success, Deemer (1986) found a positive
linkage between career success and CMD. Using a ‘‘career fulﬁllment’’ scale, a
more extensive measure than job level or ﬁnancial success, Deemer found high
DIT scores in early adulthood to be associated with higher scale scores later in
life.
The ﬁnal research question is: Is a practitioner’s level of CMD related to success




The sample consisted of sales agents and brokers of United States-based real estate
ﬁrms. Real estate ﬁrms were selected from membership lists accessed through
state and local chapters of the National Association of Realtors (NAR) in
California, Tennessee and Florida. Consequently, all subjects included in the study
were Realtors or Realtor Associates, real estate practitioners who hold
membership in the NAR and their respective local chapters.
In addition to being Realtors, the subjects in the study were restricted to samples
of residential real estate practitioners. While licensure, in most states, usually
entitles real estate salespeople to list and sell a wide variety of properties,
including raw land and commercial buildings, residential real estate practitioners
list and sell predominantly one to four family residences.
Data Collection
Groups of real estate salespeople, comprising ‘‘convenience’’ samples, were
surveyed while in attendance at regularly scheduled meetings. Managers and
owners of the ﬁrms surveyed were contacted and asked to participate in a survey
designed to measure the attitudes of real estate salespeople toward social issues.
The technique most often employed in this study was to survey groups of
residential real estate practitioners while they were in attendance at local and
regional sales meetings. On several occasions, large individual ﬁrms comprised
the group that was surveyed. While the overall participation rate among
practitioners in attendance, at any given meeting, ranged from 90%–100%, the
participation rate among Realtor groups that agreed to be surveyed was only130  Izzo
around 60%. Since the scheduling of the meetings was voluntary on the part of
Realtor board ofﬁcers or managers, volunteering may have introduced some bias.
Additionally, while the purpose of this study was not revealed to the individual
subjects, their attendance was based on self-selection, another potential bias. It
may well be that organizations that view participation in research of this sort as
important may also be organizations that differ in some manner from the non-
responding ﬁrms. Moreover, those subjects who customarily attend Realtors and/
or ﬁrm-sponsored sales meetings may differ in other ways, say in terms of greater
due diligence or higher motivation, than those who do not attend on a regular
basis.
However, given that some bias may be introduced due to subject self-selection,
selection procedures that are not formally random may still be ‘‘sufﬁciently
haphazard as to create a random effect,’’ (Lord, 1963:148). Because the researcher
did not have control over those subjects who were in attendance, and due to the
fact that the meetings were selected randomly, the selection procedure was
sufﬁcient to create a random effect. The sample surveys were gathered from
groups of twenty to forty subjects.
Respondent Characteristics
In the present study, of the 537 surveys administered, a total of 489 were collected,
for an overall response rate of 91%. Due to unscoreable responses, 124 surveys
were eliminated from further analysis, 73 with missing data and 51 for excessive
meaningless responses (i.e., an M-score  4). The remaining 365 surveys yielded
a useable response rate of 68%. The breakdown of the sample was as follows:
152 from California, 93 from Tennessee and 120 from Florida. A summary of the
respondent characteristics of the sample and population parameters is presented
in Exhibit 3.
Measures
Cognitive moral development: Measuring a subject’s level or stage of cognitive
moral development according to Kohlberg’s theory of CMD requires tapping and
classifying one’s individual moral reasoning processes according to Exhibit 1 (the
six stage deﬁnitions) and Exhibit 2 the CMD schema). The DIT (Rest, 1979)
which uses a set of hypothetical, standardized scenarios was used as the protocol
to measure the subjects moral reasoning and development.
Success in the real estate profession: Based on prior research (e.g., Goolsby and
Hunt 1992), two measures of success were used, job status and level of income.
Job status was based on respondents self-reported level of real estate licensure
(see Exhibit 3). Respondents indicated which income category of ﬁve listed best
described their earned income from real estate sales activity.Cognitive Moral Development  131
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Male 157 43 44
Female 208 57 56
Total 365 100 100
Panel B: Age (years)
20–29 21 6 2
30–39 66 18 14
40–49 103 28 32
50–59 105 29 32
60 70 19 20
Total 365 100 100
Panel C: Level of Education
H.S. Graduate 34 8 13
Some College 168 48 45
College Graduate 119 33 33
Post Graduate 43 12 9
Total 365 100 100
Panel D: Years of Experience
0  38 2 2 2 n a
3  53 3 9 n a
5  10 73 20 na
10  15 88 24 na
15 20 60 17 na
20 29 8 na
Total 365 100 na
Panel E: Job Status
Sales Associate 226 62 65
Broker Associate 69 19 *
Broker 70 19 35
Total 365 100 100
Panel F: Level of Income
Less than 20,000 ($) 96 26 38
20,000 to 49,999 ($) 116 32 30
50,000 to 79,999 ($) 69 19 14
80,000 to 109,000 ($) 32 9 7
110,000 or more ($) 52 14 11
Total 365 100 100132  Izzo





Panel G: Professional Designation
No Designation 243 66 55
One Designation 90 25 32
Two or more 32 9 13
Total 365 100 100
*Included in brokers %.
 Results
Level of CMD
The ﬁrst research question asked to what extent, if any, does the level of CMD
of professional real estate practitioners differ from that of other professional and
societal groups. The analysis is limited to comparisons of respondents’ mean P%-
scores and individual difference factors. Thus, no interpretation can be made about
the morality or ethics of any particular group. All sample groups being compared
were administered the DIT. As previously discussed, the P%-score is that
instrument’s standard measure of CMD. In the current study, the sample mean
P%-score was 39.2, (n  365), with a standard deviation of 13.3. Individual P%-
scores ranged from a high of 66.7 and a low of 3.3. The ﬁrst quartile was 30.0,
the median 40.0 and the third quartile was 46.7.
Exhibit 4 shows the overall mean, the means of several subgroups in the study
and those of other samples reported by Rest (1986), Ponemon (1992) and Goolsby
and Hunt (1992). While Z-tests indicated that the mean of the AMA overall
composite 43.1 was higher (obs. Z  3.21, p  .001) than the study’sN A R
sample, it should be noted that 95% of the AMA sample had a college degree or
higher. A more appropriate comparison can be made by using Davison’s adult
composite sample of 1149 adult respondents. The mean score for Davison’s
sample of 40.2, (Std. Dev.  16.7) is not signiﬁcantly different from the study
sample of 39.2 (obs Z  1.04, p  .30).
As formal education has been shown to be a positive inﬂuence on CMD,
comparisons that control for this variable would be appropriate. Interestingly, the
mean of the AMA college graduate composite, 41.2, was not signiﬁcantly higher
than the NAR college graduate mean, 39.8, (obs. Z  .35, p  .70) for the studyCognitive Moral Development  133
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Exhibit 4  DIT (P%) SCORES of Different Samples
Range Mean Std. Dev. n Sample Reference
95
70
65.2 9.5 15 Ph.D. Philosophy Rest, et al. 1974
60
55.6 11.1 27 Protestant Seminarians Rest, et al. 1974
52.2 10.9 41 Adv. Law Students Willging and Dunn,
1986
50 47.9 15.4 40 Adv. Dental Students Bebeau, et al. 1985
45.4 17.2 138 AMA Grad. Degree Goolsby and Hunt, 1992
43.1 17.2 269 AMA Composite Goolsby and Hunt, 1992
42.0 10.9 43 NAR Grad Degree Current Study
41.9 14.9 62 CPA Managers Ponemon, 1992
41.2 17.3 113 AMA Coll.Graduate Goolsby and Hunt, 1992
40 40.0 16.7 1149 Adult Composite Davison, 1979
39.8 12.9 119 NAR Coll. Graduate Current Study
39.2 13.3 365 NAR Composite Current Study
38.8 13.1 168 NAR Some College Current Study
38.1 16.8 224 CPA’s Composite Armstrong, 1987
34.9 17.7 35 NAR H.S. Graduate Current Study
34.8 20.9 1080 Normative Composite Davison, 1979
32.8 13.5 581 Sr. H.S. Composite Davison, 1979
30 30.8 10.4 40 Prison Inmates Armstrong, 1975
0
sample. Additionally, comparison of the NAR study group college mean with that
of Armstrong’s CPA composite (38.1, Std. Dev.  16.8) and Ponemon’sC P A
managers (41.9, Std. Dev.  14.9) failed to show any signiﬁcant differences. This
study sample, 43 Realtors reported having advanced degrees (master’s and
doctorate’s). However, Z-tests showed no signiﬁcant difference (obs. Z  1.22,
p  .20) for this group’s mean, 42 (Std. Dev.  10.9) and the AMA group with
advanced degrees, 45.4 (Std. Dev.  17.2). The lower mean for the study sample
may result from differences in the degree compositions for the groups analyzed,
however, no mixture of the advanced degrees was collected in the current study.
Nevertheless, in comparisons controlling for formal education, Realtors appear
to fare as well as other groups on measures of CMD.
Using the absolute P% values of CMD, Rest (1986) reports that ‘‘principled’’
reasoning is generally represented by scores of 50 or more, and that in ‘‘most
studies few subjects will score above 50.’’ For the Realtor group, 25% scored134  Izzo
Exhibit 5  Correlation Matrix
Variable 1 2 3 4567
CMD (DIT P%-score) 1.00
Education Level .11** 1.00
Gender (1  M, 2  F) .05 (.16)* 1.00
Age .13** ‘‘.’’ .04 1.00
Years of Experience .09 .08 .02 .48* 1.00
Income Level .12** .17* .05 .22* .54* 1.00
Job Status .14* .19* .05 .09 .46* .35* 1.00
*Signiﬁcant at p  .01.
**Signiﬁcant at p  .05.
above 50, or at a level of principled reasoning. However, what should be gratifying
to members of the real estate profession is that 80% scored above 30, indicating
that the moral reasoning for most in the sample was at the ‘‘conventional’’ level
or above. On the other hand, 20% scored a dismal 30 or below, scores commonly
associated with adolescents and prison inmates. Although there is clearly a large
dispersion of scores, the range and overall standard deviation are consistent with
other studies.
In summary, the means of the overall study sample and various subgroups
indicates that professional real estate practitioners compare favorably with other
samples based on education. To the extent that there may truly be disproportionate
instances of ethical problems in the real estate ﬁeld, this study suggests that a
‘‘low’’ CMD is probably not an explanatory factor. To the contrary, Realtors
score high on CMD.
CMD and Individual Difference Factors
The second research question asked the extent to which individual differences can
explain various levels of CMD. The above results show little difference in the
level of CMD between the study group and other groups when controlling for age
and education, however, the sample has a large variance (Std. Dev.  13.3) and
a range of DIT scores from 3.3 to 66.7. Formal education, age and years of
experience are hypothesized to have a positive inﬂuence on CMD, while gender
was assumed to be unrelated.
Exhibit 5 reports the correlation coefﬁcients of all research variables and Exhibit
6 gives the results of a multiple regression for the variables of interest. ConsistentCognitive Moral Development  135
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Exhibit 6  Regressions: Individual Difference Factors and CMD Relationship
Dependent Variable Education Gender Age Experience Constant R2 F-value
Cognitive Moral Developmenta 1.96* 2.35 1.28 0.10 24.04 .305 3.26*
a Measured by DIT, P% scores.
*Signiﬁcant at p  .05, (Crit. F  3.01).
with the ﬁndings of previous studies, gender was not signiﬁcantly related to CMD.
However, the signiﬁcant, negative correlation between level of formal education
and gender seems to imply that females in the study sample were slightly less
educated than their male counterparts. As hypothesized, level of formal education
was signiﬁcantly related (r  .11, p  .05) with CMD, and had a signiﬁcant
(1.96) in the regression (see Exhibit 6).
For the study sample, the direction of the relationship between CMD with age
and experience was positive and consistent with expectations. While the
correlation coefﬁcient was positive and signiﬁcant (r  13, p  .05), when entered
in the regression age was signiﬁcant only at a level slightly below p  .07.
Contrary to previous ﬁndings of a connection between the workplace environment
and the level of CMD, experience was not found to be a signiﬁcant factor in the
regression. Thus, education appears to be the best predictor of CMD in the study
group of Realtors.
CMD and Success in Real Estate Sales
The third research question is whether CMD is related to success in real estate
sales. Exhibit 7 shows regression analyses addressing this question. Level of
income and job status, as indicants of success, are regressed on the variables level
of formal education, gender, age and professional experience as controls.
Parameter estimates are presented in three separate regression equations. In
Equation 1, CMD, measured as respondents DIT P%-score, was entered
independently. In Equation 2, the control variables are entered, and in Equation
3, all variables are entered.
Level of Income as the dependent variable: For the study sample, Equations 2
and 3 show that education (r  .17) and experience (r  .54) are positive and
signiﬁcantly (p  .01) related to income. These results, which may be somewhat
intuitive, are consistent with other research. While gender and age are both
negatively related to income in Equations 2 and 3, only age is signiﬁcant. This
latter relationship indicates that younger members of the study sample tended to
report somewhat higher earnings. Although the correlation coefﬁcient for gender136  Izzo
Exhibit 7  Relationship between Success in Real Estate and CMD
Dependent
Variable Education Gender Age Experience DITa Constant R2 F-value
Income
Equation 1 .010** 2.12 .011 3.99**
Equation 2 .189* .117 .268 .533* 1.23 .337 37.47*
Equation 3 .171* .136 .277* .532* .009* 1.04 .343 45.77*
Job Status
Equation 1 .008** 1.27 .017 6.17**
Equation 2 .153* .062 .003 .222* 0.40 .241 23.59*
Equation 3 .144* .073 .003 .222* .005*** 0.29 .247 28.55*
aMeasured by DIT, P% scores.
*Signiﬁcant at the 99% conﬁdence level.
**Signiﬁcant at the 95% conﬁdence level.
***Signiﬁcant at the 90% conﬁdence level.
was negative and signiﬁcant (r  .16, p  .01), indicating perhaps that females
in the study sample earned less than their male counterparts, the regression
coefﬁcient, (  .117), showed the relationship was not signiﬁcant. In Equation
1, CMD is positively related to income, as the  is signiﬁcant at the .05 level.
When, education, age and experience are entered as control variables the
signiﬁcance of CMD drops to the .10 level. The ﬁndings of a positive relationship
between income and CMD are consistent with prior research.
Job status as the dependent variable: A fairly consistent pattern emerges when
job status enters the equations as the dependent variable. As in the case with
income, education and professional experience remain signiﬁcant indicator
variables in Equations 2 and 3. Gender, as expected, was insigniﬁcant. Age was
positive but in this instance it was not signiﬁcant. Moreover, CMD maintains the
same relationship to job status, in Equations 1 and 3, as it did above with income.
Thus, consistent with the ﬁndings for income, the relationship between CMD and
job status was signiﬁcant.
When success is measured by either income or job status, the results suggest that
CMD may contribute signiﬁcantly to the success of professional real estate
practitioners. The results also imply that CMD does not inhibit those real estate
practitioners who are successful. These results are contrary to the views of those
who criticize the role of personal selling in the real estate profession, where to be
successful, salespeople must necessarily be insensitive to the needs of others and
willing to compromise moral values. Moreover, the ﬁndings suggest just theCognitive Moral Development  137
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opposite, that is, real estate salespeople who score high in measures of cognitive
moral development appear more likely to be successful than those practitioners
who score low in CMD.
 Conclusion
Personal selling is a functional area within the business organization most often
cited for ethical problems. In terms of personal selling, the marketing of real estate
involves certain factors, previously discussed, which may contribute to the ethical
malfeasance of salespeople. To analyze this situation in light of the present
ﬁndings, the question raised by Goolsby and Hunt (1992:64) was adapted: ‘‘Is
personal selling the frequent target of critics the result of it’s boundary-spanning
role, the high visibility of salespeople, society’s changing standards by which the
behavior of salespeople are evaluated, the perceived low ethical standards of those
engaged in selling activities or some other reason?’’ To the extent that the charges
of ethical malfeasance directed toward persons engaged in personal selling have
a legitimate basis, the current ﬁndings suggest that low cognitive moral
development may not be a causal factor contributing to ethical problems in
personal selling, at least among professional real estate practitioners. Further, the
current study sample of Realtors compares favorably with other professional
groups on measures of CMD. Moreover, respondents low in cognitive moral
development do not appear to be more successful in real estate, measured in terms
of income or job status.
This study investigated several basic research questions suggesting a positive
relationship between certain individual difference variables and cognitive moral
development. More speciﬁcally, these research questions investigated the cognitive
moral development of real estate practitioners by examining four commonly used
variables in CMD research: level of formal education, gender, age and time in the
profession. Of those variables, education was the only key factor in explaining
the variance in CMD. The same four variables were regressed with the success
variables income and job status. As predicted and consistent with previous
ﬁndings, the effects due to gender were insigniﬁcant. However, education and
experience were found to be key predictors of success. Additionally, when entered
independently, level of CMD was a signiﬁcant positive indicator variable with
both income and job status. Moreover, these results present several managerial
and research implications.
Managerial Implications
First, managers and owners of real estate ﬁrms that want to avoid potential ethical
problems may select those salespeople who are high in CMD, as they are just as
likely to be successful without compromising moral values. Second, to achieve
this goal, ﬁrm managers may want to use measures of CMD as pre-screening138  Izzo
criteria in situations regarding the hiring of new salespeople. And ﬁnally, managers
and ﬁrm owners may want to investigate employing ethical training interventions
designed to improve the ethical reasoning of their existing salespeople.
Research Implications
The extensive research literature of CMD provides a framework that can
accommodate a wide range of philosophical orientations on the normative side of
research inquiry. The reason for this, consistent with Hunt and Vitell’s General
Model for Marketing Ethics (1986, 1993), is that the CMD approach does not
assume that the decision-maker embrace a singular ethical focus, either ‘‘strict
deontologist’’ view or ‘‘strict utilitarian’’ view. Further, the large number of
empirical studies, within the organizational disciplines, using CMD provides a
literature rich in comparative norms and research procedures, (e.g., Dukerich,
Nichols, Elm and Vollrath, 1986; Trevino, 1986; Derry, 1987; Ferrell, Gresham
and Fraedrich, 1989; Weber 1990, 1993; Goolsby and Hunt, 1992; and Vitell and
Hunt, 1994). Finally, real estate marketing and research could be enhanced by
including the CMD construct as a key research variable.
 Endnotes
1 For a more complete review of the literature and further discussion of Kohlberg’s theory
of stage and sequence development, see Kohlberg (1984) and Rest (1986, 1994).
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